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Traumatic Repetition in Capriccio Lynda K. Bundtzen In its original form, Capriccio was published in a limited edition with engravings by Ted Hughes' friend and frequent collaborator Leonard Baskin. Only 50 copies of Capriccio in the 'unsettled Spring of 1990' 1 were printed for sale to collectors. Embedded enigmatically with allusions to Cabbalistic lore, the Bible and ancient myths, Capriccio is a sequence of 20 poems about Hughes' affair with Assia Wevill and its tragic end in March of 1969 with her suicide and murder of her daughter Shura. Even though Hughes published eight poems from Capriccio in the 1995 New Selected Poems, hardly anyone noticed that Hughes was writing poetry about a major trauma in his personal life. The publication of Birthday Letters in January 1998 permanently altered our critical perception of his work. Its ballyhooed appearance invited precisely the biographically intrusive attention Hughes heretofore despised for his poetry, and only then did critics feel free to look retrospectively at Capriccio and other earlier work as potentially confessional.
From a Freudian perspective, Capriccio might be read as an allegory of melancholy, the poems persistently evoking memories of Wevill that dramatize Hughes as a suffering melancholic who refuses to surrender the lost object of his desire, even while repeatedly stressing her absence and permanent loss. Another possibility is to read the sequence in terms of unresolved transference love -a love 'composed entirely of repetitions and pale imitations of earlier reactions' and scripted with the 'task of re-creating the repressed' by 'summoning up a spirit from the underworld'. 2 Hughes is haunted not only by memories of Assia Wevill, but by multiple transference-wraiths from myth and legenda literary haunting by goddesses, demons, succubae, witches -as if his affair with her compulsively repeats the storied past. The couple is thereby absorbed in a narrative continually retold and rewritten from which there is no escape. In what is probably the most moving poem in Capriccio, 'Snow', he remembers a walk with her in a snowfall that is simultaneously 'unending', a 'short walk / That could never end' and was 'Never ending', but also a walk in snow that 'Folded you under its cloak and ushered you away' and buried her 'footprints, / Drawing its white sheet over everything' . It is as if her disappearance -'a life / Burning out in the air' (CP 789) -is repeated endlessly in the memory-traces of his walk with her. The repetition-compulsion, as we shall see, complicates melancholic and transference love with trauma, the sudden wound unprepared for and doomed to unending recurrence.
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Despite Anne Whitehead's principal focus on Birthday Letters in her article, 'Refiguring Orpheus: The Possession of the Past in Ted Hughes' Birthday Letters', I will be using many of her insights, borrowed in turn from Cathy Caruth's psychoanalytic work on trauma and narrative, to describe what I see as traumatic repetition in Capriccio. As Whitehead notes, Freud describes 'traumatic neurosis' in Beyond the Pleasure Principle as a 'pattern of suffering which characterizes the lives of certain patients who seem destined to repeat the same fatality over and over again', and further, 'These individuals seemingly have no influence over the course of their own lives, but appear as if haunted by their pasts, or "possessed by some 'daemonic' power".' 4 In illustration of this repetition-compulsion, Freud borrows the story of Tancred from Tasso:
The most moving poetic picture of a fate such as this is given by Tasso in his romantic epic Gerusalemme Liberata. Its hero, Tancred, unwittingly kills his beloved Clorinda in a duel while she is disguised in the armour of an enemy knight. After her burial he makes his way into a strange magic forest which strikes the Crusaders' army with terror. He slashes his sword at a tall tree; but blood streams from the cut and the voice of Clorinda, whose soul is imprisoned in the tree, is heard complaining that he has wounded his beloved once again.
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As Whitehead points out, 'unknowingly and against his will, Tancred repeats his own fatal action and unwittingly re-enacts an event which cannot be left behind', and further, 'trauma thus cannot be located in the single or original event' because it happens too suddenly and unexpectedly to be fully grasped. 6 Finally, borrowing from Caruth, Whitehead points to the way trauma understood as a bodily event may actually lead to healing, while 'as a wound of the mind [...] the trauma is "not known in the first instance", and therefore "returns to haunt
